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DISCOPUNK

Several issues ago I wrote on new musical

influences in the U.S. This article will also deal
with current musical trends, but will examine
them in more depth. There are two types of
music discussed: “disco” and “punk.”
Disco — In the 1960’s, certain “night spots”
(eating and drinking clubs which provide some
sort of entertainment during the evening hours)
adopted a format which geared all of their
business to people who wanted to dance. The
idea was an import from Europe, and these
places were called “discotheques.” Discotheques
enjoyed a great success for a few years, but then
faded away. A chief factor in their demise was
the increased use of drugs by the young crowd
which the discotheques had attracted — dancing
for pleasure was regarded as being a superficial
activity, and therefore worthless. Rather, they
chose to attend the then-popular rock festivals,
which were regarded as a much hipper scene.
Another problem was that, as with most trends,
the novelty simply wore off.

They never died entirely, however. In the
large urban centers, especially New York City,
outcast groups such as the Blacks and Latins, and
especially the homosexuals, kept the idea alive.
As these groups were looked on with disdain by
the general population, the whites who con-
trolled the capital, disco, while still surviving,
ceased to boom.

While the Blacks and Latins utilized disco as a
sort of street celebration, an inexpensive way to
have a good time, the homosexuals, who prided
themselves on what they considered to be their
exquisite taste, operated out of clubs, first
private and then public. The clubs were equipped
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with excellent lighting and sound systems, tO

enhance the dancing conditions. Soon, rock fans
who had deserted the discos in favor of rock-
concerts, began to frequent the discos rather
than overpriced rock shows. Instead of paying
$8.50 to see a two hour show, they could, for $5
| (which included perhaps the cover charge and
' two drinks) have 2 whole night’s worth of
| entertainment. Once the word got around that

these places were both fun and relatively in-

expensive, they became extremely popular; they

flourished in the cities, and, due to their enor-

mous initial success, spread all over the country.

A main attraction of these clubs is their

music, which is designed specifically for dancing,

and is called, appropriately enough, “disco.” The

music features a repetetive bass line, and is very

: formulaic, very redundant, and very similar — it
. is music which challenges neither the artist nor
the listener. However, it is not supposed to:

people go to a disco not to listen to good music,

but to dance, period. Patrons who frequent

discos lead generally cooped up lives, often

g centered around an unfulfilling job. The disco
4 presents an opportunity to break loose, and the
2 heavy throb of disco music provides a basis for
expression on the dance floor: nothing complex,

| just a beat to move to. The most popular of the
new disco dances are the hustle and the bump,

both of which involve body contact.

Disco music has come t0 enjoy fantastic
commercial success. Each disco club has its own
DJ (short for “Disc Jockey,” a long time term
: for one who plays records on a popular radio
station), who controls the atmosphere of the

i club by what he plays, and is an integral part of
its success. Records have become popular, and
a0 commercial hits, just on the basis of the play

they get in discos, before they ever make it on to
the radio. Some radio stations have switched

their entire programming to disco, thus creating
3 two markets for the aspiring musician. Unfortu-
5, nately, this has led many a fine musician to
N7 abandon art in order to cash in on the financial

bounties available through disco. Such top jazz
performers as Herbie Hancock, George Benson
B and Freddie Hubbard, while admitting that they
= are playing an inferior brand of music, have

switched to disco because of the money to be
LV & made there — this, of course, to the dismay of
1) 47 the jazz affectionado. However, this may be but
L = a temporary defection, for, in order to take hold
and establish itself as being legitimate, a music
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must have substance, some quality which will
give it lasting value. Disco lacks this — its appeal
is based on simple and repetitive rhythms,
generally punctuated by an equally repetitive
horn section, with perhaps an overly sweet string
section urging the music on. It is barely enhanced
by its mundane lyrics and melody — the lyrics
are usually some chant repeated every few bars,
as is the melody. This sort of music is made for
an immediate appeal, which it certainly has
achieved — it is doubtful, however, that it will
prove to be anything more than just another
craze.

Punk — Another form of music which has
recently emerged is “punk rock,” which re-
presents not merely a musical style, but a life
style as well. Many things in this country are
experiencing a “back-to- basics” movement. This
sort of trend occurs whenever something gets too
far from its basic source, its “roots” as they are
called, and becomes changed, or perhaps ex-
cessive, thus obscuring the original intent.
Purists, those who feel that the concept should
be presented only in its most elemental, and thus
honest form, then cry out that the form has been
betrayed, and insist on taking it back to its basic
and most essential nature. This trend can be
observed in many areas of American life — in the
last few years, almost every product advertised in
the media has been proclaimed as being “natu-
ral,” “organic,” “basic,” or, if possible, in some
way related to the earth, thus making it more
real and genuine.

This sort of thinking has produced phenom-
ena such as punk rock. Rock and roll has, as a
growing form of music, taken in many influences
over the years — this is natural, and indeed,
essential to the survival of the form. Country,
jazz, folk, Latin, baroque and a host of other
types of music have made their way into rock,
expanding its possibilities, but at the same time
taking it further from its roots. Rock and roll is
derived from the rhythm and blues approach, a
gutsy, primitive, often stark musical form gener-
ated by the artist’s desire to express a basic
feeling: he feels bad because his girl has left him,
he feels good because his girl loves him. The
music is simple and uncomplicated. Purists feel
that, with the influences of other forms, rock
and roll has become homogenized, and is making

too many compromises. Therefore, periodically,
a group of musicians declare that they will play
nothing but the form in its most basic context,
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thereby affirming themselves as honest musi-
cians. The punk rock crowd are of this type.
They project themselves as raw, crude, and
unpretentious musicians on a crusade to return
rock to its proper state, looking on all others, as
mere pretenders, with disdain.
Originally, the term “punk” meant a young
hoodlum or ruffian, a naive fellow with few
resources, either material or mental, to support
him. who made his way in life through petty
crime and violence. It is this image that today’s
punks (not merely the musicians but those who
have adopted the life style) strive for, one of
toughness and machismo. The music is an exten-
sion of this attitude. As with any group which
tries to live up to some sort of image, the punks
see themselves as being undeniably romantic —
they are outcasts, alienated by society, fighting
for survival the only way they know how. In this
way, they can justify their tough and violent
outlook. Indeed, there is a strong anti-intellectual
flavor to the punk movement, which is in line
with the outcast image that they try to cultivate.
However, many of the young people who iden-
tify with the punk image come from comfort-
able. middle class homes. They claim to be
rejecting the ease of the suburban life, and to be
part of the rebellion against it. This sort of
“slumming” (i.e., when someone of the upper
class tries to identify with an economically
depressed or outcast group. Journalist Tom
Wolfe has written an article called “Radical Chic,”
about conductor Leonard Bernstein’s attempt to
get to know members of the Black Panthers, a
dissident Black political party of the late 1960’s
and early 1970%s) is quite fashionable among the
well-to-do; Americans tend to identify with those
who are outcasts, as a catharsis of their own
radical desires which they are too timid to
express themselves: this is one reason that
movements such as “punk” appear. Punk has
even achieved the ultimate success of such trends
_ there is a Punk magazine, reporting on all
aspects of punk life for the punk enthusiast.

Is there a legitimate future for punk music?
Probably not — if the musicians are not success-
ful, they will die out; if they are successful, and
earn a lot of money through their music, they
will cease to be the rebellious anti-social hood-
lums that they portray themselves as. In either
case, we can expect one thing almost for certain:
that they will dissappear, only to be replaced in
five or ten years by a group with similar claims.
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